{Iraq Facing the Legacy of Landmines and
Explosive Remnants of War}
In this article, the author describes the recent history and current state of mine-action
efforts in Iraq. He argues for a renewed focus on these issues and for a comprehensive
approach, linking other humanitarian efforts with mine action.
by Salomon Schreuder [ United Nations Development Programme ]

Cluster munitions contaminate large areas in the Basra governorate.
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I

raq, the oil-rich country once considered the pearl of the
Middle East, is heavily contaminated with explosive remnants
of war1 such as landmines, unexploded ordnances, explosive
ordnances and depleted uranium munitions. Scattered throughout
major cities and rural areas, ERW threaten the daily lives of individuals
and communities and impede the delivery of a full spectrum of reconstruction, from humanitarian assistance to infrastructure.
This situation originates from minefields laid during the Iran-Iraq
war in the 1980s—including a 5-kilometre-wide (3.1-mile) minefield
belt running along the Iran-Iraq border for about 1,600 kilometres (944
miles)—conflicts between rival ethnic and political parties, military
actions of 1990–1991, and the ongoing conflict, which started in 2003.
Until recently, the mine/ERW situation was never dealt with by
a structured and organised mine-action programme, except in the
Kurdistan region, where a successful mine-action programme was implemented during the Oil for Food Programme from 1997 to 2003 with
support from Mines Advisory Group and Norwegian People’s Aid. The
fact that there were no organised mine-action activities in Iraq excluding those in Kurdistan resulted in the mine/ERW threat increasing with
each successive conflict since the Iran-Iraq war. This article will mostly
discuss the situation exclusive of the Kurdistan region.
Magnitude of Mine and ERW Contamination
After Operation Iraqi Freedom and post-conflict reconstruction,
an emergency survey was conducted in the north by MAG and in the
south by MineTech International, contracted by the United Nations
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Office of Project Services as part of the Rapid Response Plan. This survey was not very successful, as the security situation was constantly
changing. The Iraq Landmine Impact Survey was launched in 2004,
executed by the Vietnam Veterans of America Security Foundation’s2
Information Management and Mine Action Programs and funded by
the U.S. Department of State. The U.N. Development Programme funded
the IMMAP team leader for the ILIS with financial support from the
European Commission. The ILIS covered 13 governorates but had to be
halted in May 2006 due to the deteriorating security situation in the remaining five governorates. Meanwhile, several large-scale reconstruction projects were halted due to the contamination in southern Iraq—the
most prominent being a power-line rehabilitation project by the Ministry
of Electricity and the Rumaila Oilfields project by the Ministry of Oil,
both in the Basra governorate.
As of March 2006, the ILIS revealed 1,622 impacted communities
out of more than 12,000 visited, with 3,673 suspected hazardous areas.
A total of 1,730 square kilometres (663 square miles) of contaminated
land was recorded, out of which 518 square kilometres (200 square miles)
of contaminated land is in Basra governorate alone. These figures only
cover approximately 70 percent of the total area of the country. In the
southern part of the country, where the most intensive battles took place,
as much as 90 percent of the contaminated land is agricultural land,
directly impacting the livelihood of most people in these rural areas.
The Iraq Landmine Impact Survey Report, covering 13 of the 18 Iraqi
governorates, was completed and has been released recently.
According to the ILIS, 577 recent victims (within the 24 months before
the survey) have been recorded. This figure does not reflect a complete
picture as there is no effective victim monitoring and recording structure
on the ground, while the ILIS records victims solely from impacted
communities. Currently, the UNICEF, the World Health Organization
and the UNDP are at the final preparatory stage to launch a pilot U.N.
joint project on victim monitoring in the governorates of Baghdad, Basra
and Erbil. There is a particular focus on capacity development of, among
other things, emergency rooms and civil defense offices to improve a
chain of data management and effective utilisation of the data. Once it
is proven successful, this pilot project is something the United Nations
plans to expand to a full-fledged programme across the country.
Mine-action Structure in the Government of Iraq
In August 2003, the Mine Action Team of the U.S. Department of
State’s Office of Weapons Removal and Abatement, representing the

Coalition Provisional Authority, established
the National Mine Action Authority under
the Ministry of Planning and Development
Cooperation. The NMAA recently transferred from the MoPDC to the Ministry of
Environment. The NMAA is responsible for
strategic planning and budgeting, project
coordination, donor relations, setting national mine-action standards and maintaining
national mine-action databases. The NMAA
includes a Regional Mine Action Centre based
in the Basra governorate and is responsible
for the southern region of Iraq. The NMAA
will develop two additional Regional Mine
Action Centres in central and northern Iraq.
In addition, the Iraqi Kurdistan Mine Action
Agency was formed to control mine action in
the Iraqi Kurdistan region—Dahuk, Erbil and
Sulaymaniyah. The IKMAA coordinates with
the NMAA but functions independently and
reports to the Kurdistan regional government.
Progress Thus Far
The U.N. Mine Action Service Rapid
Response Plan in May 2003 included the
deployment of MineTech International,
a commercial contractor, for mine clearance in the Basra governorate supported
by nongovernmental organisations such as
Danish Demining Group, DanChurchAid and
INTERSOS. The CPA Mine Action Team took
the lead and it was agreed that the United
Nations would provide Technical Advisors
for the NMAA/RMAC, bearing in mind that
staff members of these organisations had no
mine-action experience at all.
U.N. technical advisory support on the
ground had to be revisited, however, after the
bombing of U.N. headquarters in Baghdad 19
August 2003 and the subsequent relocation of
all U.N. staff to Amman, Jordan. Four months
later, UNMAS terminated the Rapid Response
Plan and the UNDP became the lead agency
for U.N. mine action in Iraq. Meanwhile, the
U.S. State Department continued providing the NMAA/RMAC with technical advisory support through RONCO Consulting
Corporation until September 2006 when the
UNDP took over this role.
The government of Iraq has been allocating
multimillion-dollar budgets every year to the
NMAA. Unfortunately, due to the rigidly centralised financial system, the lack of capacity
in accounting management and the worsening
security situation, most of these budgets have
gone unspent for nearly four years. Due to the
lack of political support for mine action and the
inability of the NMAA to execute its functions,
the NMAA did not develop local operational
capacities; the limited existing capacity was
developed by the Department of State through
RONCO and by the U.N. through DDG. In

general, this dismal situation lowered donors’
confidence in mine-action support for Iraq.
On the other hand, the support for national
mine-action that NGOs provide is promising
because of the progress with needs-based mine
clearance and mine-risk education. RONCO,
with funding from the U.S. Department of
State, established a national NGO—the Iraq
Mine Clearance Organization—as well as
Iraq Health and Social Care Organization. The
UNDP established another Iraqi NGO, the
Rafidain Demining Organization, through its
contractor, DDG, in Basra. These local NGOs

refers to “demining” without clear linkages to
development issues.
The International Compact for Iraq is a
blueprint to define international support to
the government of Iraq. Although Iraq is
considered to be one of the most mine/ERWcontaminated countries in the world and the
ICI supports socioeconomic development, the
serious threat of mines and ERW is not considered or mentioned at all in the ICI.
Political commitment by the Iraqi government to mine action is a prerequisite for effective and efficient international support in this

Map showing 13 of 18 governorates covered by the Iraq Landmine Impact Survey.
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have been fully trained and equipped, reaching out to communities through liaison teams
and hotlines to prioritise their operations.
Continuous support to such Iraqi NGOs is
needed to deepen the impact of needs-based
mine clearance and MRE.
The Multi-National Force–Iraq, as well as
the Iraqi National Defense Force, is clearing
areas within its area of responsibility; however,
the clearance is not necessarily being done in
accordance with the International Mine Action
Standards, and no centralised system of recording of clearance exists. The police and military
have been focussing on the threat of improvised
explosive devices, neglecting mines and UXO.
Challenges
Lack of political support. High turnover
and instability in the government have
contributed to a lack of political support for
mine action, which in turn affects the interest
of the international community. For instance,
the Iraqi National Development Strategy

area. The new line (responsible) ministry is
the Ministry of Environment. If this ministry has a will to advocate for and work on
mine action, it will create an impetus to overcome the challenges posed by a lack of political support. However, without moral support
and financial assistance from donors, the
U.N. mine-action family will not be able to
work with the government of Iraq and NGOs
to address this challenging environment.
Lack of institutional capacity. Uncoor
dinated clearance, MRE and victim-assistance
activities, along with disorganised national
databases, can be attributed to the lack of institutional capacity of the NMAA. In addition,
the government has been unwilling to mainstream mine action into humanitarian, reconstruction, and development planning and
implementation. In Basra governorate, largescale reconstruction projects had to be suspended recently due to ERW contamination.
Dreadful security situation. The security
situation in Iraq poses serious threats to mine-
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action operators, although there are some
areas where mine-action activities can be
executed effectively, such as in the Kurdistan
region and deep rural areas of Basra governorate, known as one of the most dangerous
governorates in Iraq. It is hoped the security
situation will improve to expand mine-action
activities to the rest of the country.
The Way Forward
U.N. agencies have been taking extra caution in planning activities in recent years
due to limited funding; however, it is slowly
becoming a trend to link mine action with
other development projects to maximise
the effectiveness of available funding. For
instance, MRE activities have been linked
with area-based interventions and other
activities under child protection, while mine
clearance is linked with agricultural development in southern Iraq.
The country still requires mine-action
support from the international community—
support that will put a premium on national
ownership, sustainability, and integrating
mine action into other humanitarian and
development activities. This emphasis means
that technical advisory support needs to be
complemented with management capacitybuilding, while policy advisory support should
be provided in tandem with the obligations of
the Ottawa Convention. 3 It is an encouraging
indication that on 15 August 2007, Iraq acceded to the Ottawa Convention, becoming

the 155th State Party. This action is expected
to encourage the international community to
fund urgently needed support.
The Convention entered into force 1 Feb
ruary 2008, with Iraq’s initial transparency report required under Article 7 to be submitted
no later than July 2008. The deadline for the
destruction of stockpiles will be 1 February
2012 and the deadline for the destruction of
all anti-personnel mines in mined areas under
its jurisdiction or control is 1 February 2018.
Conclusion
In Iraq, the destructive and inhumane
legacy of mines and ERW deserves stronger
advocacy and action. Amidst a surge of foreign assistance in democratisation and reconstruction, equal attention should be paid
to mine/ERW contamination prevailing in
the country. Thousands of victims, especially
those who have been maimed and severely disabled—categorized as the most vulnerable patients—need considerable medical assistance
and socioeconomic recovery support. Mine action should be on the same agenda as the rest of
reconstruction and development because mine
action is an enabling action for livelihood, safe
access to health care and schools, reconstruction and humanitarian activities.
As a representative of UNDP, we would like
to underscore our deep appreciation for the support from donors thus far to help save the lives
and livelihood of innocent Iraqi civilians.
See Endnotes, page 110

{ Jordan: Safeguarding Life and Promoting Development }
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Off-the-shelf Solutions Save Lives in Iraq
Military personnel in Iraq are using an ever-increasing list of unconventional civilian materials
to provide new solutions to common problems. Insurgents in the country bury improvised explosive
devices along roadways frequented by U.S. military personnel, concealing the weapons under dirt
and other debris.
The U.S. Army’s Rapid Equipping Force responded by strapping commercially made leaf blowers to
the front of vehicles. The blowers, usually used by golf courses, had only to undergo some minor
fortification of a rotating nozzle before they were field-ready.
The REF has also had success in adapting other civilian items to the Iraqi conflict. Red lasers
are often difficult to see, so the REF began importing green lasers from Taiwan, where they
are used for civilian purposes like teaching and bird-watching. Soldiers can use the easy-tosee green lasers to warn motorists approaching checkpoints that they must stop. Alternatives,
like firing warning shots, frequently scare motorists, who often accelerate, forcing soldiers
to open fire.
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is working to comply with the regulations by the
May 2009 deadline. Jordan has enlisted Norwegian
People’s Aid to help the Royal Engineering Corps
meet its deadline. Surveys have been completed and
suspected hazardous areas have been significantly
reduced. NPA is continuing to demine areas with
the help of mine-detecting dogs and a MineWolf
machine. The overall goal is to clear the land to allow
agriculture and industry to return to areas currently
inaccessible due to the threat of landmines.

Mine-detecting dogs are being used for Technical Survey and quality assurance.
ALL Photos courtesy of Suhaib Abu Sheikha

by Esma Al-Samarai and Stephen Bryant [ Norwegian People’s Aid ]

T

he Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan is the only mine-affected
country among its neighbours to ratify the Ottawa Convention,
which went into effect 1 May 1999. Landmines lie along the borders with Israel, in Wadi Araba, and Syria, in the northern region, and there
is landmine/unexploded ordnance contamination in the Jordan Valley.
Jordan has taken ownership of the problem. Complying with the
Convention is seen as a critical stage in strengthening relations in the
Middle East because Jordan will be an example to other countries in
the region facing similar problems. In April 2002, His Majesty King
Abdullah issued a royal decree establishing the Board of Directors of
the National Committee for Demining and Rehabilitation.
The NCDR is the primary national mine-action authority responsible for establishing and managing the National Mine Action Programme
and ensuring that it is anchored in the overall development goals and
strategies of the country. Furthermore, the NCDR makes sure all aspects
of mine action are integrated—including mine clearance, mine-risk
education, and survivor and victim assistance—as well as coordinates
and leads resource mobilisasion. Mine-risk education and mine-victim
assistance are conducted by many national and international organisations in collaboration with the NCDR.
In September 2005, NPA was asked to assist the NCDR in clearing
the Wadi Araba region. NPA deployed an assessment mission to Jordan
in November 2005. The mission concluded that NPA could contribute
to a clearance operation in a cost-effective and timely fashion, utilising
both innovative methodology and clearance procedures developed over
the past four years in Sri Lanka. The assessment mission confirmed the
commitment of the NCDR to combat the mine problem in the country and to support and facilitate NPA in the establishment of a mine-

action programme in Jordan. NPA employs 165 people working directly
on demining projects.
Demining is conducted by the Royal Engineers Corps and Norwegian
People’s Aid. Localised impact on communities is considered moderate to
severe by international standards. The minefields act as a barrier to large
socioeconomic development projects that would benefit the whole nation.
Situation Analysis: NPA Assisting Jordan
In January 2006, NPA deployed a start-up team to establish the proposed humanitarian mine-action programme. To date, using Jordaniantrained teams and the rake method, the mine-action programme
in Jordan has cleared a total of 102,138 square metres (25 acres) and
removed 29,294 of 62,732 anti-personnel mines and 6,129 out of 8,421
anti-tank mines. NPA is using mine-detecting dogs for Technical Survey
and quality assurance. In addition, the original MineWolf tiller and flail
machine is being used for verification of the areas in Wadi Araba.
By invitation from the NCDR, NPA has been further tasked with
clearing the last remaining hurdle in Jordan’s efforts to comply with the
Mine Ban Convention: contamination in the north along the Syrian border. In addition, NPA is implementing a Landmine Retrofit Survey2 to
quantify the impact. The NCDR also contracts NPA to provide technical
assistance where requested and relevant, and to assist in the development of the national authority.
NPA’s Goals
Working in cooperation with the NCDR, NPA’s main goal is to
enhance the opportunity and ability of individuals and communities to
control their own lives. NPA’s immediate goal is to assist and ensure
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